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Music in the Australian arts curriculum: social justice and student 
entitlement to learn in the Arts 
Abstract 
This paper explores the role of the Senior Project Officer: The Arts for the Australian 
Curriculum Assessment Reporting Authority (ACARA) in facilitating the writing of the 
foundation Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts (2011) paper for the national 
curriculum, with a particular focus on the discipline area of music. The collaboration between 
the five arts specialists was underpinned by an acknowledgement that each Australian student 
was entitled to a high quality arts education involving each of the five arts forms of Dance, 
Drama, Media Arts, Music and Visual Arts. As it was for the other arts forms, the music 
curriculum needed to cater simultaneously for music specialists, primary generalist teachers, 
and secondary teachers across a variety of school contexts. This balancing act was further 
problematised by that fact that each of the States and Territories adhered to particular 
approaches to music education that were often incompatible. The researchers have used a 
Collaborative Autoethnography approach (CAE) to explore the Project Officer’s experiences 
with the arts, particularly music at school, and her later involvement in the arts through her 
professional career with a focus on the role of the Senior Project Officer: The Arts. Four 
themes emerged from the CAE: the impact of schooling experiences; the importance of 
credibility in the arts; diversity in pedagogical approaches; and the accessibility of a high 
quality arts education. These themes highlighted the social justice principles of equity and 
accessibility which underpin the Australian Curriculum: The Arts.   
 
Keywords: Arts Education; Credibility in the arts; Impact of schooling; Music; Music 
Education; Pedagogical Approaches; Social Justice. 
 
Introduction 
National education policy development in Australia has always been a complex and 
politically charged issue (Brennan, 2011; Ditchburn, 2012; Harris-Hart, 2010). Though the 
funding of education is a Commonwealth government responsibility, the six states and two 
territories have nevertheless retained constitutional responsibility for education (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2015). The ongoing controversy over the “aims of education”, “the 
mission of the field” and “ideas about appropriate practice” (Eisner, 2000, p. 4) were 
therefore never likely to end with the adoption of a national curriculum. If anything, it 
generated new avenues of concern, ones which ranged from the appropriateness of 
centralising curriculum design to the challenge of providing access to different art forms in a 
remote school. The fact that it took over two decades to implement a national curriculum, 
which was then almost immediately subject to a partisan political review, is indicative of the 
pressures the writers of the shape papers confronted (Ewing, 2020; Lorenza, 2021).  
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Although The Hobart Declaration on Schooling (1989), and the national Statements and 
Profiles (1994) that it produced, identified the five distinct arts strands of dance, drama, 
media, music and visual arts, the inclusion of the arts was not always a foregone conclusion 
(Lorenza, 2018; O’Toole, 2018). In any case, the latter document was ultimately rejected by 
all the states and territories. Over the next decade, however, the states and territories used it 
as a  definitional framework for documents relating to the compulsory years of schooling, 
though  minor adaptations were made to align it with existing curricula (Piper, 1997; Yates, 
2008). In 2003 The Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the 21st 
Century (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 
(MCEETYA), 1989) superseded The Hobart Declaration (Ministerial Council for Education 
Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs (MYCEEDYA), 1989), though national 
curriculum development did not commence until 2008 with the release of The Melbourne 
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (Ministerial Council of Education 
Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs (MEECDYA), 2008). This document 
identified as its core mission the development of a world class curriculum to “develop 
successful learners, confident and creative individuals and active and informed citizens” (p. 
2). 
 
The Statement and Profiles, which had once been dismissed as unacceptable, were the agreed 
starting point for the development of the arts curriculum when discussions began in earnest in 
2010. In time, curriculum development for each learning area of the Australian curriculum 
would adhere to the requirements detailed in The Curriculum Development Process (2012) 
and The Curriculum Design Paper (ACARA, 2013). As the use of these documents suggest, 
the journey toward a national curriculum in the Arts progressed through a number of stages 
during which feedback from various stakeholders was sought at regular intervals. Indeed, if 
anything, perhaps too much attention was paid to critics who opposed a national curriculum 
outright or who instead argued for the pre-eminence of their art form at the expense of the 
wider ambition to recognise each one as equal (Meiners, 2014; O’Toole, 2018). The first step 
was the appointment of a reference group in 2009 comprised of discipline experts for each art 
form who contributed to the Initial Advice Paper drafted by Professor John O’Toole. The 
artform specialists who were selected from within the reference group to work as shape paper 
writers under O’Toole as the lead writer, were Professor Margaret Barrett (Music), Professor 
Elizabeth Grierson (Visual Arts), Professor Michael Dezuanni (Media Arts) and Dr Jeff 
Meiners (Dance).  
 
The Senior Project Officer was a pivotal role which involved international curriculum 
benchmarking, national curriculum and policy analysis, and the coordination and facilitation 
of national reference and advisory groups. This role was initially undertaken by Josephine 
Wise for the first 12 months and then Dr Linda Lorenza for the next five years. After the 
incorporation of feedback, the revised Initial Advice Paper was then developed into the Draft 
Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts. After further consultation, this was then 
revised as the final Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts published online in August 
2011 and launched at the National Institute of Dramatic Art by the then Education Minister 
and former rock singer, Peter Garrett.  Perhaps in a nod to Garrett’s standing in the Arts 
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community, the Arts shape paper was the only Australian curriculum learning area shape 
paper to enjoy a public launch. Garrett (Ministers’ Media Centre, 2012, para. 3) also stated 
that it was “the first time every Australian school student will be entitled to arts education 
from kindergarten onwards”. The Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts paper and the 
Australian Curriculum: The Arts that it informed, were not as prescriptive as some of its 
critics believed. Though the curriculum outlines that all students will study the five Arts 
subjects from Foundation1 to the end of primary school, this expectation was balanced by the 
additional observation that “schools will be best placed to determine how this will occur” 
(ACARA, 2011, p. 4; ACARA, 2015a; ACARA, 2015c) 
 
The flexibility enshrined in the curriculum was a vital, if sometimes under-rated safeguard. It 
acknowledged that curriculum is interpreted differently by different people and enables a 
wide variety of inquiry (O’Connor & Yates, 2010; Moss, et al., 2019). This had already been 
recognised in the Federal Labor government’s arts policy, Creative Australia (2008), which 
assured concerned educators that every child would have access to arts education. More  
broadly, it was noted that this education would facilitate a better understanding of the 
important role of creativity across the curriculum. Yet curriculum does not, and indeed 
cannot exist in a bubble. Curriculum in the arts is therefore torn between issues of 
accountability (Efland, 2004; Eisner, 2002) and the very different world of making and 
responding to an artwork, such as a piece of music, which is cognitive and affective and 
involves a process rather than a single answer (Barrett, 2003; de Bruin, 2019). The arts are 
rarely able to be measured with the singular clarity afforded other learning areas, yet the 
flexibility that this afforded as often misinterpreted as vagueness. This was exacerbated by 
policy, for the writing team were prevented from either specifying content or defining 
pedagogy (O’Toole, 2015; 2018). Instead, the content was to be framed by a “flexible child-
centred progression” with achievement standards based upon “aesthetic outcomes” and not 
upon specific subject matter (O’Toole, 2018, p. 431). The absence of specific subject matter 
was an area of concern for many teachers used to working with curriculum documents that 
specified content for each year of schooling. Nevertheless, it was an improvement, for as 
Ewing (2020) argues, the Australian Curriculum: The Arts which was finally endorsed in 
2015 was considerably stronger than its predecessor. However, the failed Statements and 
Profiles ultimately “led to the development of disparate arts curricula (and language) by each 
of the states and territories” (Ewing, 2020, p. 76). The legacy of this state and territory centric 
approach to the language used was one the arts shape paper writers had to contend with in 
order to meet ACARA’s requirement that the curriculum documents be written in the 
simplest English “to be understood by a Year 3 generalist primary teacher” (O’Toole, 2018, 
p. 434). 
                                                          
1 Foundation is the first year of school in the Australian curriculum. ‘Foundation’ was selected as terms for the 
first year of school across States and Territories include: Kindergarten (NSW), Preparatory (Victoria), Reception 
(South Australia) and Transition (NT). Prior to the development of the national curriculum, the first year of 




The researchers have utilised Collaborative Autoethnography (CAE), a qualitative research 
method that is simultaneously “collaborative, autobiographical and ethnographic” (Chang, et 
al., 2012). This has allowed them to discuss, explore and analyse their experiences of the arts 
and arts curriculum during their schooling and later professional careers, with a particular 
focus on music and the role of the Senior Project Officer: The Arts in facilitating the 
development of the shape paper for the arts.  CAE builds on the research method of 
autoethnography (AE) which utilises autobiographical data and cultural interpretation of the 
connection between self and others (Anderson, 2006; Bochner & Ellis, 2002). In addition, 
CAE works particularly well when a research team is investigating shared stories, such as 
individual and group experiences and therefore can balance the “individual narrative with the 
greater collective experiences” (Blalock & Akehi, 2018, p. 94). 
 
Chang et al., (2012) describe the four predominant approaches used in both CAE and AE that 
have shaped our approach: self-focussed, researcher-visible, context conscious and critically 
dialogic. Through being self-focussed we have occupied dual roles as both researchers and 
participants, also known as “complete member researchers” (Anderson, 2006, p. 378). We 
have made ourselves researcher-visible by interrogating our own experiences of the arts 
curriculum within our group, making these discussions the focal point of the research 
approach (Chang, et al., 2012). Each of the researchers has been context-conscious of how 
their personal experiences of the arts curriculum had been shaped by a range of social and 
cultural processes. This has resulted in the personal and the cultural becoming blurred, 
“sometimes beyond distinct recognition” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 739).  As both 
researchers and participants in CAE, we were able to be critically dialogic, drawing deeper 
meaning from the combination of several voices and perspectives, thereby “creating meaning 
and constructing values” (Chang, et al., 2012, p. 23). The process of engaging in CAE 
enables the combination of multiple voices to interrogate a social phenomenon that “creates a 
unique synergy and harmony that autoethnographers cannot attain in isolation” (Chang et al., 
2012, p. 24). CAE attempts to address the potential limitations of dealing with self-data by 
working with other researchers and in the process allows groups of researchers “to turn their 
collective self-narratives, observations and experiences into rich qualitative data” (Roy & 
Uekusa, 2020, p. 385).  
 
Engaging in CAE enabled the researchers to alternate between group and individual work. 
This creates a research process that is iterative rather than linear, resulting in “multiple 
sessions of conversations and negotiations among the research team members” (Roy & 
Uekusa, 2020, p. 387). A process of internal peer-reviewing occurred during the data 
collection, analysis and interpretation stages through mutual scrutiny, interrogation and 
probing, which allowed the members of the research team to expand, affirm or question each 
other (Chang et al., 2012; Roy & Uekusa, 2020). This process commenced with the first stage 
of preliminary data collection which included written reflections and discussions about our 
general experiences of the arts curriculum in Australia with a particular focus on Music 
(individual self-writing and reflection/group sharing and probing). The second stage included 
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further data collection based on group questioning and the beginnings of making meaning 
from the individual narratives (individual self-writing and reflection/group sharing and 
preliminary meaning-making). The third stage included data analysis and interpretation as we 
identified emerging themes from the narratives (individual data review and themes/group 
meaning-making and theme search). The final stage included report writing which 
incorporated both discussion and analysis (individual meaning-making and outlining/group 
writing).  
 
The researchers sought to mitigate the perceived limitations of CAE which has been 
intermittently criticised for its “non-accountability, non-generalizability and non-
representativeness” (Roy & Uekusa, 2020, p. 388). It was vital therefore that each member of 
the research team accepted full ethical responsibility for their contributions, including being 
honest and open in their communications and collaborative interpretations in order to  
minimise potential issues related to subjectivity, ethics and bias. The research team also 
chose to utilise a research diary to reflect on the process and factors that may have impacted 
on the research. The following four themes emerged from this process: impact of schooling 
experiences; the importance of professional credibility; diversity in pedagogical approaches; 
and accessibility to high quality arts education. These will be discussed in the following 
section.   
 
Findings and Discussion 
Each of the ‘complete member researchers’ (Linda, Martin and Margaret) in this CAE 
provided important insights from their own experience of the arts at school, with a particular 
focus on music. They then reflected on the ongoing reverberations in their own personal and 
professional lives of how the arts were positioned and taught at that time. The discussions 
highlighted the important achievement of a national curriculum that includes a legally 
mandated time for students to access a high quality and sequentially developmental arts 
education. In addition, our conversations and reflections revealed the particular challenges 
the arts face in terms of funding and credibility if they do not offer a united front. The direct 
voices of the researchers are denoted in italics. The first theme, the impact of educational 
experiences, includes extracts from the final report writing stage of the CAE from each of the 
researchers to provide insights into their experiences of music during their schooling in order 
to juxtapose the importance of access to a sequential music program for each Australian 
student. However, due to the focus of this paper extracts from the CAE related to Linda’s 
direct experiences as the Senior Project Officer: The Arts for the Australian Curriculum 
Assessment Reporting Authority (ACARA) are used to explore the other themes including: 
professional credibility, diversity in pedagogical approaches, and accessibility to high quality 
arts education.   
 
Impact of educational experiences 
During the discussion of our various educational experiences we explored specific incidents 
that were related to music. This process resulted in key memories being discussed which in 
turn provided important insights into our own experience of school based music education.  
We also recognised that the act of recounting these experiences is inevitably selective given 
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that some events are emphasised while others are downplayed or omitted. This might be the 
result of various factors ranging from the vagrancies of memory to the extent that these 
experiences are “the means by which identities may be fashioned” (Lamont, 2011, p. 369). 
 
When discussing her school arts experiences, Linda identified a seminal moment as the 
public recognition of her singing talent in Kindergarten which saw her placed in the choir. 
However, Linda’s subsequent music experiences at school were inconsistent in quality and 
duration though in later becoming an opera singer she appeared to support Lamont’s (2011, p. 
381) finding that “motivation, resilience and passion lie at the heart of [a] robust musical 
identity”.  Linda also revealed that during her schooling she took piano and singing lessons 
outside of school with daily independent practice totalling 10-15 hours per week, 
demonstrating her persistence in the development of her musical ability which requires an 
extensive amount of  “self-directed and individual practice” (Japp & Patrick, 2015, p. 264). 
Margaret’s earliest experiences were almost diametrically opposed to Linda’s. She recalled a 
school musical rehearsal where she had been placed in the special ‘higher singing’ group for 
a few weeks but was then moved without any explanation to the larger group. Although 
nothing was said, she assumed that it was because she could not sing ‘highly’ enough. The 
impact on her confidence was indicative of the fact that “judgements made about children and 
young people’s music making can be very damaging” (Lamont, 2011, pp. 384-385). Martin’s 
early experiences revolved around the Australian Broadcasting Commission’s (ABC) radio 
program ‘Let’s Sing!’, created in the 1950s as a pseudo-music curriculum in Australia, 
though there is some justification in characterising it as an early form of a national 
curriculum as they were “part of the lives of generations of Australian children and their 
parents” (Griffen-Foley, 2020, p. 201). Martin’s class listened to the ‘Let’s Sing!’ program 
over the public address system each week during primary school, singing along with a 
associated songbook. He observes that the diversity of the songs was in retrospect, amazing, 
and ranged from Die Gedanken sind frei (Thoughts are free), written in the late 18th century 
but later becoming important to some anti-Nazi resistance groups to the bizarre, such as 
‘You can’t roller-skate in a buffalo herd’. Griffen-Foley (2020, p. 187) recognised the 
important interactivity of these types of programs and how this type of “mass medium sought 
to build intimate communities of young Australian listeners”, ensuring children had access to 
a diversity program of music, albeit Western-centric.     
 
During her childhood Linda’s family moved between states, an instability which negatively 
impacted on her education.  In New South Wales  she attended the last two years of primary 
school in an ‘Opportunity class’ which catered “for highly achieving Year 5 and Year 6 
academically gifted students who may otherwise be without classmates at their own academic 
and social level” (NSW Department of Education, 2017, p. 3). During her two years in the 
‘Opportunity class’ Linda learned recorder and was also in the choir. However, in 
considering the content her primary teacher had to cover, Linda reasoned how difficult it 
must have been for her as she had to teach us everything … and she was not musical at all. 
She could show us two fingers for A, one finger for B … but she never blew the recorder 
herself. So, it was not particularly passionate music learning. Our discussion of the 
ramifications of this experience was informed by our awareness that this situation still exists 
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in many Australian primary schools where the teaching of music is predominately the 
responsibility of the generalist classroom teacher with varying levels of expertise (de Vries, 
2013; Pascoe et al., 2005). Linda’s family then moved to North Queensland where primary 
school concluded a year later than in New South Wales. In the Queensland context 
‘opportunity’ was a term used for students with learning difficulties, considered 
disadvantaged, or from poorer families. There was, as she quickly discovered, “a certain 
stigma attached to the opportunity school child” (Logan & Clarke, 1984, p. 18). She was 
placed in Year 7, thereby having to repeat the final year of primary school. Linda recalled 
that two years later the family returned to NSW where she was enrolled in a Year 9 class, 
which for her was the second year of secondary but for her classmates, the third year. It was a 
bewildering experience, one that a national curriculum might have softened, if not entirely 
mitigated. Indeed, in 2015 Doherty’s research into mobile families in Australia noted that the 
recent development of a national curriculum “to replace the patchwork of eight distinct state 
curricula has reduced a major structural impediment to interstate family mobility” (p. 255).  
 
Over the course of our discussion we came to characterise the lack of music training which 
hampered our teachers was part of a vicious cycle that reflected the increasing pressure on 
universities to reduce time for art education courses so students are ‘job ready’. The 
ramifications in the classroom were particularly acute for students from working-class or 
less-privileged backgrounds (Horton, 2020). The systemic issues that this highlights was also 
identified by O’Toole (2019), who argued that “tertiary training and professional 
development, of both teachers and artists, is where the biggest policy shift is needed” (para. 
11). We also considered the tension between the Australian Curriculum: The Arts’ demand 
for equity of access to a quality arts education for students and the Australia’s National 
Review of School Music Education’s (Pascoe et al., 2005) argument that “music specialists 
should be employed in primary schools to teach music education” (de Vries, 2013, p. 376). 
The positioning of the five artforms as equal in the national curriculum and the budgetary 
pressures makes the employment of music specialists in every primary school both 
philosophically and pragmatically unlikely, the provision of adequate professional 
development for teachers to mitigate the impact of the steady reduction in arts training in 
teaching degrees is a vital step in the provision of an authentic exposure to music.     
 
Each of the authors of this article acknowledge the potential for music to assume a pivotal 
role in an arts education, particularly given its public nature. Linda recalled that during her 
primary education her school performed at the Opera House. They have a thing in Sydney 
where they would bring together a bunch of schools for a big concert in the Opera House, so 
when I was in primary school there was a concert with 700 recorders … personally I couldn’t 
think of anything worse. But it was providing kids with that opportunity to perform in the 
Opera House. And I’m sure that inspired lots of kids like me. Margaret, whose schooling was 
in a regional area, also highlighted the issues for regional and remote students in accessing 
such high-profile public cultural facilities. Stevenson and Magee (2017, p. 840) identified 
what every regional and remote arts educators learns: equity of access is always hampered 
“by the physical locations of these facilities which are invariably in the major cities”. We 
discussed how the current pandemic which has exacerbated the regional and remote divide 
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has furthered a digital ‘turn’ in music education, one which builds on existing digital 
technology and online learning (Camlin & Lisboa, 2021).  
Martin could not remember such pivotal moments during his primary schooling as there was 
no formal music curriculum provided. There was an occasional choir practice, some limited 
classroom instruction in music, and a few all class lessons with some old violins that the 
school had somehow acquired. In addition to the inconsistent music curriculum being 
offered, he suggested that being at an all-boys primary school the feminine associations with 
music probably played a role as well (Roulston & Misawa, 2011). He did remember that 
during secondary school there was an introductory music elective run by an eccentric 
Franciscan Friar whose passion sometimes carried him to a thinly veiled aggression. 
Although music was offered as an elective in Senior School Martin was not inclined to 
pursue it, given his sporadic experience during his schooling to that point. He does not recall 
any art or drama classes provided at this school, though these could hardly have been less 
appealing.  Lamont (2011, p. 382) contends that “both opportunity and time are required to 
allow an individual to explore different kinds of activity before making a lasting commitment 
which will help give his or her life meaning”. Martin’s engagement with the Arts has been 
through his love of history where he remembers being taught about Greek civilisation 
through their artworks. Margaret also remembers the ABC singalong program which she 
enjoyed, supported in her case by attending piano lessons during primary school with a nun 
who taught you by rapping your knuckles with a stick if you played a wrong note. After Year 
3 Margaret continued piano lessons outside of school completing her Year 5 piano exams, 
although she admitted by Senior School I had to stop as it was too difficult to balance the 
extra-curricular commitment with the Year 11-12 subjects. Consistent with her exposure to 
state based approaches, Linda recalled that in Queensland she began curriculum classroom 
music in high school but later in New South Wales her teachers worked from a state music 
syllabus.  
 
It was evident from our conversations that none of us had experienced a sequential or 
developmental arts education during our schooling. Linda and Margaret had more 
opportunity to engage in music education than Martin, although this seems to have been 
related to his experiences at an all boys’ school and the lack of quality engagement with 
music that the school offered. The inference is that the only consistent arts experiences some 
students had at this time was through arts activities outside of the school. Brasche and 
Thorn’s (2018) recent study has found that “music education has become increasingly 
divided down class lines, with as few as 23% of state schools able to provide their students 
with a music education program in school, as compared to 88% of students in the private 
system”. The lack of professional development, funding and resourcing for teachers and 
schools was highlighted through each of our stories. However, Brasche and Thorn (2018, p. 
125) also argue that even though Australian schools are ostensibly following the same 
curriculum guidelines music education has increasingly “become a social justice issue as 
access and equity polarizes students’ academic potential in Australian primary school 
classrooms”.  O’Toole (2019, para. 12) posits that the only way to redress this long term issue 
of limited quality arts education during teacher training and delivery of the arts in schools is 
to employ teaching artists and artist-teachers “to address the severe and endemic arts deficit 
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in most pre-service generalist education, and the equal pedagogy deficit in most artist 
training”.  
Importance of professional credibility 
 
In such a politically contested space, it was vital that anyone who was the public face of any 
part of the curriculum or the writing process possessed professional credibility, both in the 
classroom and industry. After a ten year career as a primary and secondary teacher, Linda 
moved from the classroom to the arts industry when she assumed responsibility for the 
renowned Bell Shakespeare theatre company’s national arts education program. This breadth 
of experience stood her in good stead when she applied for the position of Senior Project 
Officer: The Arts for the Australian Curriculum Assessment Reporting Authority (ACARA). 
She recalled that it was a formal application process which saw me interviewed by a panel of 
five people from ACARA, including John O’Toole, the lead writer of the Shape Paper. She 
described the abrupt turn of events that followed her interview: That was at the beginning of 
the week and on the Friday I represented the arts industry at a meeting in order to provide 
feedback on the initial advice paper, which became the draft shape paper which then became 
the shape paper. Three days later I was in the role of Senior Project Officer at ACARA tasked 
with analysing the feedback from the previous Friday.   
 
Linda arrived at ACARA with a naive and hopeful outlook, as I thought that everyone in the 
arts was as excited as I was about the opportunity to shape a national curriculum. Her 
enthusiasm was understandable, given her own experience of the potential pitfalls of a state 
based curriculum. As Senior Project Officer for the Arts, Linda discussed the process which 
included reviewing all of consultation feedback at each stage of the curriculum development 
process. This commenced with the public forum on The Initial Advice Paper. She collated 
this feedback into reports provided to ACARA curriculum management and to the Arts 
curriculum writers. The curriculum managers were a conduit between learning area 
specialists like Linda and the Board, which consisted of the heads of each State and Territory 
education authority as well as ministerial representatives. Linda brought with her a deep 
awareness of the diversity of curriculums round the country and her own experience as a 
student disadvantaged by the discrepancies in education nomenclature and misalignment of 
the years of schooling. In addition, she had the credibility for such a role, I was quite well 
known in the Australian Major Performing Arts Associations, so I was able to bring the arts 
industry to the table. Bogner et al., (2009, p. 2) assert how critical individual expertise is in 
such roles which includes: 
 
… the professionalism of people familiar with being in the public eye; silent 
awareness of the scientific and/or political relevance of their field of activity or 
personal achievements; the desire to help ‘make a difference’ – no matter how 
small; professional curiosity about the topic and field of research; an interest in 
sharing one’s thoughts and ideas with an external expert. 
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The Senior Project Officer role also required the skills of a diplomat for Linda was often 
confronted by heated but passionate discussions between the appointed writers, advisory 
groups, arts stakeholders and management. She very quickly discovered that there was 
significant in-fighting among the art forms, some of it driven by very personal agendas: Some 
people from across the arts and arts education felt that they should have been invited to be 
part of that very first reference group, which was later reflected in their opposition to the 
curriculum. The General Manager of Curriculum and the Curriculum Area Manager that I 
reported to agreed that it was worth getting these people in for one on one discussions so that 
they felt they had been heard in the hope that they would talk to us about their concerns 
rather than go straight to the media, though some still went straight to the media anyway. In 
contrast, Linda found the five shape paper writes to be lovely people and very knowledgeable 
about their art forms. Very passionate and collaborative. They understood that the arts had 
to work together or risk not being at the table at all.  
 
Diversity in pedagogical approaches 
 
The issue of different pedagogical approaches was one that confronted Linda and the arts 
shape paper writers from the vey outset. Given the breadth of the Australian Curriculum: The 
Arts, it is hardly surprising that any assessment of its appropriateness often reflects contextual 
considerations. Bringing the five art forms together as subjects under one learning area was 
generally appreciated by primary teachers but less so by secondary specialist teachers 
(Ewing, 2020; Lorenza, 2021). Linda recalled that secondary specialist teachers were 
consistently more sceptical, claiming that the five art forms approach ignored their “unique 
knowledge and skills” and “usually results in poorer curriculum” (Robinson, 2020, p. 234). 
Perhaps recognising the unassailable pre-eminence of subject areas such as Mathematics and 
English, she recalled the often overt competition for priority between the ‘traditional’ art 
subjects, music and visual arts, and the ‘younger art forms’, dance, drama and media arts 
(Ewing, 2013; Lorenza, 2018; O'Toole, 2015). From Linda’s music disciplinary perspective 
she observed that music teachers are less likely to embrace any change in music education 
which they perceive challenges its standing as one of the two pre-eminent art forms.  
 
Some of the opposition was probably unavoidable, given The Australian Curriculum: The 
Arts sought to serve both primary classroom teachers, who are often generalists, and 
secondary specialist teachers, who are protective of their single art form (Brasche & Thorn, 
2018). In the meetings Linda felt their concerns were not entirely without merit, for whatever 
their skills in other discipline areas, primary generalist teachers usually have limited 
experience of the arts (Alter et al., 2009; de Vries, 2017; Dinham, 2007). Ultimately teachers 
read curriculum through the lens of their lived experience in their own childhoods, school and 
tertiary studies (Buldu & Shaban, 2010; de Vries, 2017; Lorenza, 2018). If this does not 
include specialist training, their needs are inevitably different than those of a specialist 
teacher with potentially a lifetime of preparation in a single art form.  
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This was further complicated by the tendency of many schools to maintain long-held school 
specific practices that were often a response to resource and time allocation issues (Anderson 
et al., 2016; Lorenza, 2021). This is understandable, for given the time and resources 
consumed in developing a school music program, principals and teachers would naturally 
have concerns that a national curriculum might challenge years of careful preparation. Linda 
explained how the principal of a school widely celebrated for music performances by 
ensembles and choirs, musical productions or its annual participation in programs such as 
Music Count Us In, Wakakirri and the School Spectacular, was never likely to offer 
unconditional support to any initiative that might challenge the status quo (Lorenza, 2021). In 
addition to these concerns, we discussed the struggle classroom teachers can have in realising 
the potential of the arts curricula when constrained by achievement standards and 
standardised testing (Eisner, 2000; Ewing, 2010; Lorenza, 2018).  
 
Linda recalled how the concerns of music educators were not confined to a demarcation 
dispute between primary and secondary teachers or site specific issues. There was also 
differences in their approaches to exploring and making music, formal notation, and 
analysing music which the Australian Curriculum: The Arts had sought to address. Linda 
notes that feedback from secondary specialists revealed a marked preference for the 
maintenance of the classical western tradition which endorsed music emanating from the 
European cannon, one grounded in the use of staff notation to indicate the pitches, rhythms 
and durations in a musical composition. This approach has been criticised by some 
researchers who argue that traditional western music education still espouses the ‘Christian 
values’ of colonialism, with music traditions that “were exclusionary and unintentionally 
cultivated a culture in which many people today continue to be marginalized” (Peters, 2016, 
p. 22). There was also a wide philosophical divide in how best to ‘teach’ music. Some critics 
saw it as a zero sum game in which one view would ‘win’ while all others would ‘lose’. In 
this construct, flexibility was not always viewed positively, for it challenged a singular view 
of music that ignored many alternate community musical practices (Leppert & McClary, 
1989). As a result, music curriculum has traditionally been informed by one particular way 
thinking about and valuing music, an approach at odds with other developments, for as 
society has become increasingly secularised and more aware of alternate approaches, there 
has been a noticeable shift in global practices and policies (Barrett & Westerlund, 2017; 
Peters, 2016).  
 
Linda described how the appointment of Professor Margaret Barrett as the music specialist 
ensured that the process would be led by someone with the background, expertise and 
experience to both value and discuss the range of pedagogical approaches to music:  I was 
really delighted when I first heard Margaret speak about her vision for the music curriculum 
and her research and her background. She had a holistic view … there was the tension 
between those who believed you needed to be learning Western classical music notation from 
the start and there were those who believed that you need to child to recognise that they can 
sing, enjoy music, make music and have their own journey. Margaret understood both 
perspectives but remained faithful to the view that you need the child to start from play and 
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that music is in all of us and that it grows from there. In that sense, she initially worked from 
a holistic view of the child rather than from the narrower perspective of curriculum.  
 
Linda recalled how the Australian Primary Principals’ Associations were particularly 
concerned as not every school had a music specialist (unlike in Queensland) and generalist 
classroom teachers were ill-suited to the delivery of a curriculum that focused on western 
staff notation and the specificity of the terminology necessary to explain it (ACARA, 2012; 
Pascoe et al., 2005; Wiggins & Wiggins, 2008). We discussed in some depth the implications 
of the National Review of Music Education (Pascoe et al., 2005, p. 15) which had found “that 
pre-service teachers, many possessing very limited musical experience or background, have 
received on average only 23 hours of music in their entire education” and how the focus on 
pedagogical approaches in teacher education would not provide adequate time to fully 
comprehend and learn Western musical notation.  Many university teacher education 
programs which provide training in the five arts forms include exposure in music to 
alternatives to conventional notation, including the concept of ‘invented notations’, through 
which children use “idiosyncratic symbols” to record their music making (Barrett, 1997; 
Henderson, 2007). Linda explained that in recognition of the varying levels of music 
expertise of generalist primary teachers the Australian Curriculum: The Arts included the 
term ‘graphic notation’ which supported both conventional and alternative approaches to 
notation. It was not a universally welcomed addition.  
 
The alignment of music education in some Australian states to either the Kodály or Orff 
philosophies of music education became apparent during the 2012 consultation on the draft 
Australian Curriculum: The Arts. Kodály believed that “every person has musical aptitude 
and that, ideally, a music education should begin as early as possible in a person’s life – 
firstly at home and then later within the school curriculum” (Kodály Australia, 2021, para. 2). 
Kodály introduced solfege (pitch recognition by do-rae-mi and hand signals with singing) and 
western classical notation.  The Orff approach introduces music to children through play and 
a mixture of singing, chanting, dance, movement and drama and the playing of percussion 
instruments (Estrella, 2019). Kodály teachers devote considerable time to “instructing how to 
read and write music whereas Orff teachers take a more kinaesthetic approach to classroom 
instruction” (Elliott, 2008, p. 6). Linda remembers that music specialists were determined to 
see this notation specified in the curriculum while generalist teachers were increasingly 
reticent about having to learn and teach it.  
 
The organising strands Making and Responding, which allow students to “manipulate, 
express and share sound as listeners, composers and performers” (ACARA, 2015a), were also 
controversial. As had been the case with the national curriculum from its very inception, 
state-based differences proved difficult to combat.  The Victorian Curriculum and 
Assessment Authority (VCAA), School Curriculum and Standards Authority and the 
Australian Society for Music Education (ASME) were critical of what they saw as the 
absence in the draft document of a sequential development of skills and understanding in 
music (ACARA, 2012). Western Australia and Queensland, both with strong histories in the 
Western classical tradition, argued that conventional notation was vital (ACARA, 2012). 
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They were supported by the Music Trust and ASME, a stance which Linda recalled was at 
odds with much of the feedback from primary classroom teachers. The question of equity of 
access was also a stumbling block. For if the Australian Curriculum: The Arts was to be a 
socially just curriculum it needed to be accessible to both specialist and non-specialist 
teachers. Generalist primary teachers would need to teach music by drawing on their own 
musical experience in addition to any pre-service training (de Vries, 2011a, 2011b, 2013; 
Lorenza, 2018). 
 
Flexibility was offered as a salve to those who saw a danger to their vision of a music 
education, but it appeared to only shift the power from the curriculum designers to the 
principals. The Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts paper (ACARA, 2011) and the 
Australian Curriculum: The Arts (ACARA, 2014) explicitly stated that the way learning in 
the arts is delivered is determined by the school. In reality, what that meant was that the 
approach to music education in primary schools was determined by school principals, not by 
music educators (de Vries, 2012; Lorenza, 2021). This was at odds with those reared on the 
assumption of music as the pre-eminent discipline, or at the very least, first among equals.  
 
Accessibility to high quality arts education    
 
The challenges in following the prescribed curriculum design and curriculum development 
process for developing the Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts were considerable. 
During discussions, Linda emphasised the ramifications of the decision to instruct the arts 
writing team to write in ‘plain English’ to ensure the accessibility of the curriculum for a 
range of stakeholders (Curriculum Design Paper, 2013). Each art form has its own unique 
terminology and the loss of discipline specific language was seen by secondary specialist 
teachers in particular, as a threat to the individual identity of their subject. The difficulty is 
clear even in the articulation of the organising strands of ‘Making’ and ‘Responding’, which 
run through all five of the Arts subjects. These are defined in the structure of the music 
curriculum as follows:  
Making in Music involves active listening, imitating, improvising, 
composing, arranging, conducting, singing, playing, comparing and 
contrasting, refining, interpreting, recording and notating, practising, 
rehearsing, presenting and performing. Responding in Music involves 
students being audience members listening to, enjoying, reflecting on, 
analysing, appreciating and evaluating their own and others’ musical 
works. (ACARA, 2015b) 
This comprehensive but incomplete list of verbs included further clarifies the breadth and 
depth of learning anticipated by the curriculum. Yet Linda recalled no matter how many 
terms were included there was always another term used in a different way in another state 
or territory’s curriculum. John O’Toole argued for the inclusion of three strands in the initial 
paper – generating, realising and responding. It was all justified but people did not like the 
words … When we met the representatives from South Australia and the Northern Territory, 
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they said ‘hang on a minute … We have remote schools with one teacher for a class from 
kindergarten to Year 6 or 7 and they have to teach across all of the learning areas, they’ll 
quit. That’s why the shape paper ended up with the statement that it was ‘two or more art 
forms depending on the capacity of the teacher and the school’.   
 
The two interrelated strands of Making and Responding were considered by some to be 
inappropriate for music education, which Linda believes generally use composing, 
performing and responding or appreciating. Although the strands had been published in the 
final Shape paper, music respondents continued to associate making with visual arts, some 
even proposing the use of ‘creating’ in its place. These critics had not been privy to the 
complex discussion among the Shape paper writers and representatives of each State and 
Territory education authority, who had not necessarily been opposed to a consistent language 
used across the nation as long as it was the language of their particular state or territory 
curriculum. Even with all the goodwill in the world, this was clearly impossible. Arts 
curricula in Victoria, South Australia, the ACT and Tasmania were expressed in broader 
terms with a focus on the student’s ‘doing’ in the artform. Curriculum in NSW, Western 
Australia and Queensland tended to a focus on the outcome. The strands remained a lightning 
rod for the dissatisfied, and in 2021 during the review of the Australian Curriculum they were 
again the subject of critique.  
 
The survey results after the release of the draft curriculum in 2012 proved instructive. Of the 
604 survey respondents, 248 identified as Music respondents. Of these 81 respondents 
identified as secondary teachers and 86 identified as primary teachers. Primary school 
respondents “consistently identified” more strengths, fewer concerns and suggested more 
options for improvements than secondary respondents (ACARA, 2012, p. 67). Whereas 
Primary teachers appreciated the use of more generic language, secondary music specialists 
disliked the “absence of music-specific terminology and notation that is specific to discipline 
of music” (ACARA, 2012, p. 68). Finding the balance between language for both the 
generalist and the specialist to support the music learning for all students remained one of the 
central challenges.  Linda felt that some people believed the language use and choice of 
terminology prevented the curriculum from fully articulating the intellectual rigour of a 
music education  (ACARA, 2012, p. 13). Some respondents moved above the detail to see a 
social justice imperative, seeing value in providing a holistic education that embraced “what 
music does for the whole person living in the whole world, as is stated in the Arts objectives” 
(ACARA, 2012, p. 69). 
 
The question of how to assess music also proved problematic as the tension between process 
and outcome appeared to pit the curriculum against the lived experience of the classroom 
teacher. For while the achievement standards in the Australian arts curriculum identify 
acquired skills and understandings demonstrated through the student’s process of making and 
responding, too often the drive for reporting steered teachers to only collect and assess final 
products (Lorenza, 2016). As Linda observed, in music this is usually performance, but it is 
the process of composing, improvising, rehearsing which intertwines making and responding 
and which best reveals the student’s learning and development of skills, techniques and 
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understanding. By encouraging students to take risks, arts educators foster the individuality 
of each student, but the imposition of standards draws attention to the final product deflecting 
focus on the “unpredictable teachable moments” (Eisner, 2000, p. 4).  
 
In terms of accessibility for both teachers and students Linda also discussed the considerable 
diplomacy that was required in the inclusion of arts industry in the curriculum which was 
seen as a way of “complementing the arts provision” for schools and providing “teachers and 
artists with mutual professional development opportunities” (ACARA, 2011, p. 25). Live 
music and the arts industry are more accessible for schools in major metropolitan centres. 
However, as Australia is a large continent with a decentralised population taking live music 
or any live performing arts to regional or remote areas is prohibitively expensive (Stevenson, 
2017). Teachers in schools in these areas are frequently isolated and required to teach all 
learning areas across multiple year levels (Lorenza, 2015). Since the endorsement of the 
Australian curriculum in 2015 a diversity of packages of music education have been created 
as education authorities seek to provide resources to help teachers. These include resources 
created by music organisations such as the country’s six state orchestras. Reputable national 
programs available online include Musica Viva in Schools, Music Australia’s Music Count 
Us In, The Song Room, Arts Live and Musical Futures from the UK. These programs provide 
specific classroom and professional learning resources for teachers in both primary and 
secondary years of schooling.  
 
Linda described the critical role that Professor Margaret Barrett, the lead writer for Music, 
had in terms of a really good understanding of the world of the teacher. This allowed for a 
give and take in discussion, but only to a point: The curriculum was a compromise document 
if you are looking at it from your art form specialty … but it was not a compromise in terms 
of facilitating access to the five art forms for students nationwide.  
 
Conclusion 
The recognition of the five art forms as distinct though interrelated came at a cost. As Eisner 
(2008) argued, the “centrality of disciplines interferes with more creative views on how 
curricula can be selected and organised for students to enable learning” (p. 15). Educators 
have likewise challenged the “organisation of the secondary school curriculum as a group of 
insulated content areas” (Snyder et al., 2014, p. 3). Yet in terms of the development of the 
Australian Curriculum many educators, advocates of music prominent among them, saw this 
challenge as a zero-sum game. To gain pre-eminence for any of the arts forms meant that 
other arts forms would lose theirs. Although the potential for curricula to inspire and 
challenge was widely acknowledged, the curriculum decisions inevitably became “politically, 
socially and economically contested” (Duffy, 2016, p. 37).  
 
The Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts paper noted that young people develop 
confidence through an arts-rich education, yet it was never intended to position the Arts as an 
insular learning area, either ideologically or in terms of classroom practice. Eisner (2004) 
argued for a broader, more inclusive approach to curriculum, one in which “the distinctive 
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forms of thinking needed to create artistically crafted work” and which stretched “from the 
design of curricula, to the practice of teaching, to the features of the environment in which 
students and teachers live” (p. 4).  
 
Yet the Australian arts curriculum, born of a struggle between the States and the Federal 
government, was inevitable hampered by the need to cater to so many competing agendas. 
Critics of the curriculum often overlook just how politicised the task of writing the Shape 
paper was and the extent of pressures emanating from a variety of stakeholders, some of 
whom revelled in the opportunity to exert influence without responsibility.  Nevertheless, in 
her role as the Project Manager Linda reinforced how the five arts shape paper writers never 
stepped back from their determination to create an authentic arts curriculum that reflected 
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